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Working Title
by S. Dorman

Mark Twain had gone into outer darkness on a comet, leaving his friend Jack Lewis at his desk
musing on their great experience together—an awful vision of the crucifixion in which the crucified
Christ was nothing but an insect. At length Lewis sat forward with pen and paper, and began work
once more on his new book, Bareface. He was rapidly scratching and flourishing away when a blur of
white light shot past the corner of his eye—and back again.
A voice from behind said, “I like that Queen you’re inventing. She’s my kind of Queen, all bursting
with ripe questions nobody can answer. Not even, apparently, God. Or at least he’s not talking.
Maybe by and by. It’s easy, isn’t it, having her pose all those difficult questions?”
There was another blur of white, a jet of quick cold as from absolute zero, and Lewis knew that his
friend had gone back out into outer darkness... without him. He looked around at the full bookcases,
the reading chair and lamp, papers scattered on the desk, seeing with relief that everything was as it
should be, nothing had been disturbed. When is he going to stop this, wondered Lewis, gazing out
latticed panes at a blossoming branch in the garden beyond the study at The Kilns. Then his musing
deepened, and he thought, When is he going to take me with him?
Brrr.
“They will have this thing called ‘string theory,’ those mathematicians... popular in just a few decades
too, Lewis. I’m not sure it will help your barbarian queen any, however. ...Maybe it’s why I can come
and go like this... while you have to stay here.”
But Lewis looked for the source of the voice in what was now a roomful of smoke. He coughed a
few times and cleared his throat. Those Havanas were good, perhaps, but not at secondhand.
“Particles of matter don’t seem to occupy space with one another,” said the smoke. “You can walk
through the smoke, displacing bits, but you won’t be able to walk through that wall over there...
unless you climb out the window.
Well, it’s all wonderful, and calculus is wonderful, mathematics... even as I must devise analogies to
help me grasp it. Incomprehension doesn’t keep me from participating. That’s because I happen to
be energy, with a touch of dark matter. Yes, don’t look at me like that. I am energy. You, Lewis, are
practically all matter.”
Lewis, however, could not look, could not see a thing. He was enveloped in thick clouds of smoke,
and burning ash and fulmination of particles/stars.
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“Lewis,” the disembodied voice was saying, “I’ve had to change my line of attack. For the moment
I’m removing my sights off God, placing them more firmly on a corrupt and gullible humanity —
and all the apparatus it’s making for itself and its ambitions. This may be a temporary feature of the
ongoing argument I have with Him. Since we’ve been having these conversations, and especially
since that revelatory experience of the crucifixion we had here beneath the reading lamp...and for
other considerations...I’m leaving that alone for now.”
“Good,” said Lewis, recovering from a coughing fit. “Perhaps you can do something about the
atmosphere in here, as well?” But he was thinking about his barbarian queen and how tired he was
of her carping continually on the subject of the gods—everything that was wrong with the gods, and
how they wouldn’t answer...over and over again. It was beginning to wear on him. Maybe he’d chuck
the story if she didn’t stop soon.
“God, as you say, or as we saw in a figure or vision or whatever it was, takes full responsibility for
the monstrosity he created. Man. Human beings. There are the suffering, and there are those who
cause the suffering, and often they are one and the same. Suffering? Why, there’s a God... and he
suffered like a bug pinned to a board for a scientist’s scrutiny. But still there remains suffering of
every stripe. ...Was that a pun?
“By the way, you have the knack of making me care for that queen and her sister, Psyche. Not like
with that story of Stevenson’s, Prince Otto, which also began with a mythical kingdom, not quite here
nor there, but on the European fringes, old European—not an outlier of the aging classical Greece
like you’ve got there. Stevenson’s shows a lot of care in the telling, but I couldn’t care myself for any
of the characters.
“—And what did you think of The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde? I said that Hyde and Jekyll
are the God of the Old and New Testaments, the split personality defined.... But!—I did say I was
leaving that alone, so I’ll make it humanity that is Jekyll/Hyde. Stevenson got it wrong, for the two
persons inside a man are wholly unknown to each other and can never in this world communicate
with each other in any way.”
“Clemens,” said Lewis with marked restraint, “will you get out of here and take that awful stuff with
you. My eyes are watering and I can hardly breathe.” His chair scraping the floor, he struggled past
the desk to the window, fumbling and shoving it wide with a squeal. He hung out the window
gasping, his hand on the latch, resting his wet gaze a moment on the blossomed branch. When he
looked back his study was completely clear of smoke and smell. It was a clean wholesome fresh
place again, full of books and birdsong from the garden.
His gaze fell to the desk and he noticed there a strange book, open to the middle, one of its pages
silently turning. He went and stood peering down on it, expectantly, but instead of seeing black lines
on the white page he heard the book itself uttering as though from a vast distance, faint and
echoing. “I would still like to see the result of that sacrifice. The graves opened and everybody
walked! Because, Lewis, you should see what the Hadleyburg ‘meritocracy,’ as they will call
themselves, are doing around the time they develop this string theory with mathematics. It makes
Theodore Roosevelt’s handling of the Philippines and Chamberlain’s of South Africa look like
Fairday in Hannibal, Missouri.”
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A few more pages turned and the voice receded further, saying, “Your finest hour was also your last
hour. Oh, England has a role to play in the so-called Cold War but it’ll be a corrupting one.
Extending the Blessings of Civilization and Christianity to our Brother Who Sits in Darkness has
been a good trade and has paid well, on the whole; and there is money in it yet, if carefully worked—
more territory, more sovereignty, and other kinds of emolument than there is in any other game that
is played. But Christendom has been playing it badly of late years, and must certainly suffer by it, in
my opinion.”
The pages had been slowly turning themselves but now they turned with rapidity and finally a slam
of the cover. Lewis stood a moment, staring down at the book, listening intently. No sound but
garden birdsong. Perhaps the pest really was gone this time. It was an antique book, maybe 50 years
old with brown dusty cover and gold lettering: The Man That Corrupted Hadleyburg and Other Stories by
Mark Twain.
He knew better. He should not take time out from his busy day. There was a lecture to prepare,
correspondence to answer, a hoped-for glass with Joy at the Bird and Baby, and then that commute.
Now he glanced down at his own manuscript and then back at the Hadleyburg book. He picked it
up, went over to the chair hard by the opposite window, and began to read.
Lewis raised his baggy eyes absently, thinking of the phrase about letting none escape unhurt. It put
him in mind of Odysseus returning home to Penelope’s suitors. He glanced down again and read on:
“The doors, the doors—close the doors; no Incorruptible shall leave this place!”
Well it’s good, the author of Bareface said to himself. The myth comes out whole ... of a piece ...if the
avenger is bitter. One rather wishes he were holy instead of bitter... but then considering the author,
a real devil’s advocate.... No, perhaps it wouldn’t work any other way.
A movement outside caught his attention and he turned to see Samuel Clemens attired in his crisp
white suit entering the garden gate. Lewis went to the other side of his desk to look out. The great
American humorist was strolling around the garden, smoking his cigar. The white figure with its
fluffy crown of white hair shone softly like a pearl in the fine soft air of the moist English spring
morning. Life was gently stirring everywhere—in the swift short thin greens emerging from dark
soil, the blossoming of various trees and shrubs, and in the hymn-singing of Wexford, The Kilns’
gardener, hoeing in some corner. Of course he would not notice Samuel Clemens standing there:
Wexford’s imagination ran on the practical and dismal, for all the “Abide with Me” he exuded now.
But everything responded to Spring, the practical and sublimely pointless alike.
“Can Odysseus have been such an admirable avenger? He stayed away from his wife for twenty
years—was it?—and then expected her to be faithful.”
Twain said this, standing beneath the white-blossomed branch, its black wet bark contrasting darkly
in the faintly opalescent air. The smoke of his cigar wove itself up through delicate whitened
branches, gently mingling with the mist. Wexford was singing, lugubriously, out of sight somewhere
behind the yellow forsythia and other flowering shrubs.
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Twain looked at him from beneath the blossoming tree. “No doubt God expects his bride to be
faithful. But, like your queen, like Jekyll and Hyde, like Hadleyburg—we just can’t seem to recognize
ourselves. Oh yes, we are truly beside ourselves and don’t even see ourselves standing there.”
“Well, is it meant for a literary device, this non-recognition of the self, or do you believe we truly
can’t know the nature of self, the double self? Because it’s all balderdash. We can get to know the
self well if we’re watchful. And I know you are, because I’ve read your ‘Carnival of Crime...’ and
some other things revealing of this. No one could write as you do, in ‘Letters from the Earth’, about
the secret supplications of the heart who is not aware of it.”
There was a pause and then Lewis reached for the lattice, saying, “I’ve a lot to do... if you’ll pardon
me.” Suddenly into the dripping stillness the voice of Wexford, rumbling and low, sang, “ ‘Prayer for
weather mercifully tempered to the needs of the poor and the naked—Denied. This was a PrayerMeeting prayer. It conflicts with item 1 of this report, which was a Secret Supplication of the
heart—for weather to advance hard coal $.15 a ton—Granted.’ ”
Lewis stared in the direction of the bushes. He looked back at Twain. “Does he know he’s doing
that, singing that?—that quotation from the recording angel to the Buffalo, New York, coal dealer in
your ‘Letters from the Earth’?”
Clemens looked back at him with glimmering eyes. “Do you know it? I may be nothing but a dream.
But in that case, who’s having it?”
Editor's note: Bareface was the working title of C. S. Lewis' book that eventually became Till We Have Faces.

Twigman 2, by Meg Moseman
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